Our eye sees very poorly and very little -and so men conceived of the microscope in order to see invisible phenomena; and they discovered the telescope in order to see and explore distant, unknown worlds. The movie camera was invented in order to penetrate deeper into the visible world, to explore and record visual phenomena, so that we do not forget what happens and what the future must take into account.
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Our eye sees very poorly and very little -and so men conceived of the microscope in order to see invisible phenomena; and they discovered the telescope in order to see and explore distant, unknown worlds. The movie camera was invented in order to penetrate deeper into the visible world, to explore and record visual phenomena, so that we do not forget what happens and what the future must take into account.
-Dziga Vertov 1
Witness often structures discourses of law, memory and history. As a process of looking, witness binds the relationship between vision and truth in testimony, and also in the narration of history. The camera has similar evidentiary roles and provides valuable source material for the historian's work. The Soviet filmmaker, Dziga Vertov, links the camera's function to the discovery of truth. Moreover, Vertov's statement in the epigraph on cinema's potential posits that the medium remakes the present through a consideration of its place in the future. Its function becomes narrative and political. Yet we know that the potential for error in the courtroom, like the process of 'editing', demonstrates that the histories these two discourses construct are sites of narrativity that run counter to the pure objectivity they frequently purport to have. Subsequently the relationship between truth and witness does not appear as stable as often presented. The South African artist and animator William Kentridge continually explores the destabilization of vision's objective status in his work. This investigation, frequently manifested through the use of optical tools such as stereoscopes or camera obscurae, considers how the work of memory naturalizes a model of history. These works investigate memory and history in South Africa by addressing narratives of class identification, colonialism, industrialism and the legacies of apartheid. Kentridge's work considers how an 'objective' narrative of history often obfuscates or minimizes other memories lost in the process of narrating an event such as apartheid. Instead, Kentridge embraces the contingency of the optical devices he uses, enlivened by the sense-making potential they make explicit, but also through their ability to consider memory as expressed by voices that may be elided by the formation of official narratives.
Kentridge's 1997 film, Ubu Tells the Truth (referred to here as Ubu), addresses the relations of memory, history and narrative through a juxtaposition of Vertov's famed kino-eye (a truth telling eye) movie camera and absurdist playwright Alfred Jarry's corpulent and brutal King Ubu. Jarry's Ubu Roi was developed from parodies of his physics teacher, and its absurdist tone became a strong inspiration for many 20th century avant-gardes including Dadaism, surrealism and situationism as well as Jarry's own development of pataphysics (roughly defined as a science of imaginary solutions). 2 The kino-eye camera and Ubu become the central characters of Kentridge's most concerted investigation into South Africa's Truth and Reconciliation Commissions (TRC). The TRC, put into action through the 1995 Promotion of Unity and Reconciliation Act, occupied a central role in the transitional politics of post-apartheid South Africa.
3 The TRC served several important political functions: it historicized human rights violations under apartheid, allowed victims to tell the stories of violations they suffered, took steps to repair the 'human and civil dignity of victims' (including using the hearings as a forum to enable families to recover the bodies of victims), and, most controversially, offered amnesty for individuals who committed 'gross violations of human rights' in exchange for a full disclosure of their crimes.
4 Through the hearings, nightly radio and weekly television broadcasts and a final report delivered to the president, the TRC constructed an archive of apartheid history. Kentridge's reflections on these events in Ubu, through the confrontation between the kino-eye camera and Ubu, consider the relations between truth, witness and forgiveness in the TRC's juridical structures. Kentridge constructs a narrative of apartheid history through the language of animation and absurdist theatre that strongly contrasts with the juridical language of the courtroom. The investigation of these themes, considered in this chapter through Kentridge's Ubu and a later film, Stereoscope (1999), reveal an ironic structure in the TRC's juridical approach. The TRC's goals of
